








Growing Up White in the South:
Charles Mallison’s Initiation in Faulkner’s Intruder in the Dust
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Intruder in the Dust was published in 1948, six years after the publication of Go Down, Moses (1942). 	 As Michael Millgate pointed out, however, the contract for Intruder was signed as early as 1940, while Faulkner was still working on Go Down, Moses.  Consequently, there is “a strong sense of continuity” between the two books (Millgate 215), one of which is the black-white relation or the race problem, the motif with which William Faulkner had continually been obsessed since Light in August (1932).  In Intruder in the Dust, the relation leads to an initiation, “the education of a young white boy, Chick Mallison, in a racially charged small Southern community” (Gresset and Samway xiii).  
Faulkner had intended Intruder in the Dust to be a detective story.  As he introduced Lucas Beauchamp, an old black man with white blood in him, into the story, the book was given an unusual twist (Gwynn and Blotner 141-42).  Then Faulkner may have changed his mind again, and the book was turned into an initiation story, the education of the young white boy Charles (“Chick”) Mallison.  In the process, the significance of Lucas Beauchamp is greatly reduced, and the main thrust of the book becomes the development of Chick’s moral consciousness.  To discharge his debt of obligation, Chick goes to all kinds of troubles to save Lucas from being lynched by a Jefferson mob when Lucas is thrown into jail for his suspected murder of a white man.  Although, in doing so, Chick is initiated into his manhood, his education is incomplete because he never acknowledges the real problem between him and Lucas: he takes his sense of racial superiority for granted.  Even though his role as “intruder in the dust”—digging up “a white grave to save a nigger”—is an act of rebellion against the South, he is finally reconciled to the traditions of the South because he pledges his loyalty, first and foremost, to his own kind—white Southerners.  In my paper, I argue that Chick’s education is flawed because the development of his moral consciousness is inadequate without a full recognition of his racial bias.  I further argue that Faulkner’s conservative political positions alter the shape and form of the book 

II. “if you just said mister to white people and said it like you meant it”     
Faulkner started Intruder in the Dust as a detective story.  As he told University of Virginia students, there was “a tremendous flux of detective stories” going about at that time: “And I thought of an idea for one would be a man in jail just about to be hung [sic] would have to be his own detective, he couldn’t get anybody to help him” (Gwynn and Blotner 141-42).  Then the character Lucas Beauchamp came along, and the book came out of that: “But once I thought of Beauchamp, then he took charge of the story and the story was a good deal different from the idea that—of the detective story that I had started with” (Gwynn and Blotner 142).  If Faulkner had stuck to his original idea—Lucas the black man as the protagonist, locked behind the jail bar and yet driving the plot of the whole story by sheer will and shrewdness, it would be an entirely different book from the one we are reading today.  
Lucas Beauchamp, the protagonist that didn’t quite make it, is a lineal descendant of a black female slave and the old Carothers McCaslin, a white ancestor as well as the founder of the Jefferson County.  Although deemed a “negro” because of the “one-drop rule,” he proudly declares himself an heir of the white founder, and, on top of that, an heir from the paternal line, not the maternal line: “I aint a Edmonds.  I dont belong to these new folks.  I belongs to the old lot.  I’m a McCaslin” (Intruder 19).  Upon hearing this, his townspeople respond: “Keep on walking around here with that look on your face and what you’ll be is crowbait.”  “The South has room for both whites and Negroes,” the critic Olga Vickery comments, “but it cannot tolerate that phenomenon represented by Lucas who is neither one nor the other though his origins are in both” (138).  His refusal to behave like a “nigger” infuriates the white people.  As Aleck Sander—Chick’s “Negro boy”—remarks, “It’s the ones like Lucas makes trouble for everybody” (Intruder 85).  It is this proud old man that Chick owes his gratitude for helping him out of an accident and providing him with a shelter and a meal. 
Faulkner devotes Chapter One of the book to describing the creek accident and Chick’s first encounter with Lucas.  The twelve-year-old Chick went rabbit hunting with Aleck and one of Edmonds’s “Negro boys.”  When crossing a footlog, something happened, “something a girl might have been expected and even excused for doing but nobody else . . . when all of a sudden the known familiar sunny winter earth was upside down and flat on his face and still holding the gun he was rushing not away from the earth but away from the bright sky . . .” (Intruder 5).  Chick fell over the footlog, and, as he emerged from the creek, he saw first the legs and then the towering figure of a Negro man, “in a heavy sheeplined coat and a broad pale felt hat such as his grandfather had used to wear . . .” (Intruder 6).  The way Lucas dressed himself—like a white, like Chick’s grandfather—lends much to his dignified demeanor.  More importantly, the symbolic language here signifies Chick’s upside-down situation from here on: from a white master giving orders to his Negro boys to a boy-victim bossed around by a black.  The “racial hierarchy” is completely “inverted” (Hamblin 58).      
 Chick was then taken to Lucas’s house, where he received hospitality from his black host.  Once there, he was ordered to strip and wrap himself in a quilt.  Thus, the little white boy stood naked in front of the tall black man: helpless, vulnerable.  Wrapping himself in the quilt, he could smell the Negro smell: “enveloped in the quilt like a cocoon, enclosed completely now in that unmistakable odor of Negroes. . . . So he just smelled it . . . because he was used to it, he had smelled it off and on all his life and would continue to . . .” (Intruder 11).  This is a symbolic scene, the critic Robert Hamblin observes, “as Chick is stripped of his ‘whiteness’ and made to take on the ‘blackness’ that he has been taught all his life to scorn” (58).  Chick’s education, therefore, begins with his humiliation and becoming black, but this part of the education backfires.  Unable to take the humiliation and eager to “reassert the canceled order of his old familiar world” (Hamblin 58), Chick condescendingly offered to pay Lucas for the meal.  When he was flatly refused, Chick could not bear the shame and flung the coins onto the floor.  “That one irrevocable second”—the moment when he offered to pay—creates the unbridgeable gap between him and Lucas.  The discriminatory act insults Lucas and makes Chick feel that he “had debased not merely his manhood but his whole race too” (Intruder 21).  It seems that white Southerners’ sense of racial superiority is always there.  Whenever they feel disadvantaged in a racially implicated situation, they assert themselves through this sense of superiority.  
The Jefferson community in Intruder in the Dust, and by extension the South, is a highly stratified society.  People in this society are tacitly assigned to specific social categories, and, for social order to be maintained, it is imperative that people behave according to how they are assigned.  Lucas Beauchamp defies the universally accepted social mores.  A Negro, he denies his blackness by declaring he is “a McCaslin” and by dressing and behaving like white aristocrats.  In so doing, he poses a threat to established social hierarchy.  The stratified society of Jefferson is also a divided society, and what most sharply divides this society is racial segregation.  It creates a division “so deeply cut that it assumes the validity of natural fact rather than human construction” (Kartiganer 137).  Lucas’s behavior violates this “natural fact,” and the townspeople have long been anxious to teach him to “know his place”: “We got to make him be a nigger first.  He’s got to admit he’s a nigger.  Then maybe we will accept him as he seems to intend to be accepted” (Intruder 18; original italics).  Lucas, however, challenges the stratified categories; he refuses to be a “nigger.”  He asserts his independence and treats white people in whatever way he sees fit.  Gavin Stevens, Lucas’s attorney and Chick’s uncle, does not understand this client: “‘Lucas,’ he said, ‘has it ever occurred to you that if you just said mister to white people and said it like you meant it, you might not be sitting here [in the jail] now?” (Intruder 62).  What Gavin Stevens misses is exactly what Lucas is fighting for.  Believing himself the equal of white people, he risks offending them by deliberately not doing the things which Stevens suggests he should do.  He does not simply maintain his dignity and pride in his dealings with white people; indeed, he flaunts them in their face and provokes much public outrage.  
Intruder in the Dust would be much more intriguing if Lucas became the protagonist that provides the primary impetus for the whole novel.  As it turns out, his importance is very much downplayed when he is incarcerated for his suspected murder.  Since his attorney Gavin Stevens assumes he is guilty from the very beginning, it is now up to Chick to prove his innocence and ensure his freedom.  From that moment on, the book becomes Chick’s story while Lucas can only wait helplessly behind the bars.  Totally incapacitated and losing his autonomy, he is reduced to a passive role, with very little say in his own destiny: “Lucas cannot actively take hold of his equality, but can only accept it from those who have deprived him of it” (Kartiganer 146).  It is ironic that things could have taken such a reverse turn.  Nevertheless, such a dramatic change happens when Chick replaces Lucas as the center of consciousness in the novel.  It is finally whites, Faulkner seems to suggest, whom blacks must look upon as their saviors. 

III. “reaffirmation of his masculinity and his white blood” 
	Chick puts in tremendous efforts in attempting to restore Lucas’s freedom.  To prove that the bullet that killed Vinson Gowrie does not come from Lucas’s gun, Chick, with the help of Miss Habersham, a seventy-year-old spinster, and Aleck Sander, Chick’s fourteen-year-old Negro servant, goes to Vinson’s grave in the night and unearths the body only to find out that the body in the coffin is not Vinson’s.  The trio returns with the sheriff and the lawyer Gavin Stevens the second day to reinvestigate, but this time the grave is empty.  After much effort, they finally recover the two bodies, apprehend the real murderer, and secure Lucas’s release.  Chick’s education is finished, and he achieves his maturation.  Although Lucas provides the first clues to the murder case, it is ultimately the unlikely trio who clears Lucas’s name.  The moral of the three amateur detectives’ adventure is quite obvious.  Faulkner suggests that, although blacks may still be subject to oppression and even brutal treatment in the South, there will always be unlikely (white) heroes or heroines—as unlikely as the two teenagers and an old spinster—who will rise up to the occasion and right the wrongs.  Such optimism, however, is unfounded and unwarranted.  It is to be doubted whether blacks could always count on the opportune emergence of such heroes or heroines.  Besides, even after Lucas’s wrong is righted, racism is still prevalent and racial stereotypes still persist.  As Olga Vickery argues, Lucas is “assumed to be part of the pattern of ‘nigger-murder-lynching’ which makes any consideration of individual cases unnecessary and provokes the identification of the traditional social pattern of behavior with the moral pattern of judgment” (137).  When such patterns are rooted in the minds of the South, oppression and violence will continue to exist.  It is, therefore, much more important to educate the young and change their ways of thinking.  Chick is given such an opportunity, but his education falls short of expectations.
	The problem between Chick and Lucas is that Lucas feels slighted when Chick condescends to pay for the host’s hospitality.  Chick was taken to Lucas’s place and provided with food and comfort after he fell into the creek.  There he was treated generously and even went through the experience of “becoming black.”  Chick felt humiliated when he fell over the footlog.  He described it as an experience of emasculation: “something a girl might have been expected and even excused for doing but nobody else . . .” (Intruder 5).  He was also mortified by the experience of “becoming black.”  When he attempted to pay Lucas and was rejected, he believed he “had debased not merely his manhood but his whole race too . . .” (Intruder 21).  These experiences of feeling emasculated and being ordered around in Lucas’s house humiliate Chick, and he felt the desperate urge to reclaim his advantage as a white master.  By way of paying Lucas, he seeks to relegate Lucas to a “nigger.”  After the attempt falls through, he can only hope for a chance to redeem himself, and Lucas’s apprehension is the chance that he has been waiting for.  His initiation can, therefore, be termed as the experience of his “reaffirmation of his masculinity and his white blood” (Intruder 26).  
	Chick’s way of acknowledging his indebtedness to Lucas, then, is different from what Lucas has in mind.  All Lucas asks for is a proper thank-you, and yet Chick chooses to pay him.  After Lucas feels insulted and dismisses him, Chick tries again and again to buy gifts for Lucas or Lucas’s wife.  Every time Chick does so, Lucas parries his “gambit” by sending a gift to him, and Chick is at his wit’s end.  Securing Lucas’s freedom after his imprisonment is now Chick’s best chance to discharge the indebtedness.  The plot then veers off course. 
	Critics often compare Intruder in the Dust with Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.​[1]​  In Mark Twain’s book, after Huck decides that he would rather “go to hell” than leave Jim to his own destiny, Tom Sawyer shows up.  From that moment on, it is all Tom’s theatrics that dominate the latter part of the book.  Jim’s destiny or Huck’s decision does not matter now.  In Faulkner’s book, much the same thing happens.  After Chick assumes the responsibility of delivering Lucas from his imprisonment, the adventure of Chick, Aleck, and Miss Habersham in the graveyard takes center stage and occupies the bulk of the book, and everything else seems to be forgotten.  As Cleanth Brooks observes, this part of the book is replete with “extravagances of the plot” and “the incoherence of motivation and action” (280).  When the detective story clashes with the initiation story, the book loses its focus.  What is more important for our purpose, Chick (or Faulkner) seems to be concentrated about putting on a good show and have forgotten the crux of the issue here: the unresolved problem between Chick and Lucas.  
	  At the beginning of the book, when Chick heard that Lucas was arrested for murder, he knew he had to do something to pay off his debt to Lucas.  The reason he gave is this: “because he had eaten a meal in Lucas’ house” (Intruder 3).  Later on he restates his reason: “So this is what that plate of meat and greens is going to cost me” (Intruder 68; original italics).  Chick consistently defines what happens between him and Lucas in material terms.  He refuses to admit that he errs because he takes his racial superiority for granted.  In his mind, he, like every other white person in Jefferson, wants Lucas to prostrate himself before him as a “nigger”: “he [Chick] was to learn every white man in that whole section of the country had been thinking about him [Lucas] for years: We got to make him be a nigger first.  He’s got to admit he’s a nigger” (Intruder 18).  The critic Michael Millgate comments on Chick’s adventure in the book: “The use of Charles Mallison as narrator forces us to view the events of the novel in terms of his own experience of them, an experience which we are apparently intended to see as a progressive initiation into manhood . . .” (218).  Millgate’s reading is not entirely correct.  Chick’s courageous actions do help him to attain his maturation, but his racial bias does not change significantly near the end of the book, which can hardly be called “a progressive initiation.”  
	Chick’s moral education fails in another respect.  Again, Millgate’s reading is dubious.  Millgate contends that “it is Stevens who helps Charles to his final affirmative vision of the South” (215).  Stevens’s lengthy “sermons” about the Southern community have irritated not a few critics and readers, but they have won Chick’s approval and greatly shaped his “vision of the South.”  Whether this vision is “affirmative,” however, leaves much room for doubt.  According to Stevens, the South is a homogeneous society, and this homogeneity is the most precious thing people in the South must defend from the federal government: “It’s because we alone in the United States . . . are a homogeneous people. . . . Only a few of us know that only from homogeneity comes anything of a people or for a people of durable and lasting value—the literature, the art, the science . . .” (Intruder 153).  Granted that racial injustice still exists in the South, but “the injustice is ours, the South’s.  We must expiate and abolish it ourselves, alone and without help nor even (with thanks) advice” (Intruder 204).  What Stevens asks for is “the privilege of setting him [the black man] free ourselves” (Intruder 154).  In short, people in the South admit that the issue of racial inequality must be addressed, but they insist that they redress the injustice themselves, without outside intervention, and Chick agrees to what his uncle has proposed.  
	Stevens may have been speaking for white Southerners in general.  Nevertheless, his ideas pose some problems.  For one thing, it is questionable whether the South which suffered defeat in the Civil War will be granted such a privilege.  After all, people in the South had never been willing to set black people free until they were forced to do so.  For another, the South wants to do this at its own pace; that is, it will abolish the injustice only when it is ready.  Meanwhile, “the black man” will have to wait “because he had patience even when he didn’t have hope . . .” (Intruder 156).  What Stevens has in mind is a “go slow” approach which Faulkner himself proposed in his public letter.​[2]​  Stevens (as well as the real-life Faulkner) would prefer the blacks to wait patiently until white people in the South are ready to abolish injustice, and Chick acknowledges and accepts his uncle’s position.  Chick finally reconciles himself with the old traditions of the South.  He re-allies himself with the South and comes to this conclusion: “since they were his own and he wanted no more save to stand with them unalterable and impregnable: one shame if shame must be, one expiation since expiation must surely be but above all one unalterable durable impregnable one: one people one heart one land” (Intruder 209-10).  Chick pledges his loyalty, first and foremost to his own kind—white Southerners.  
	How satisfactory is Chick’s education?  It is successful up to a certain extent.  He takes the initiative to help Lucas to regain his freedom; in so doing, he attains his maturation and manhood.  At one point, he considers turning his back on Lucas and Jefferson and fleeing to another place until the whole thing is over.  Nevertheless, he stays and finishes the herculean task.  In his attempt “to violate a white grave to save a nigger” (Intruder 242), he rebels against the old traditions of the South.  In the end, however, he re-connects with his community and solemnly declares that he will “stand with them unalterable and impregnable.”  After talking with his uncle Stevens, he expands his field of vision by asserting his faith in the humanity and capacity of the common man: “that belief in more than the divinity of individual man . . . but in the divinity of his continuity as Man” (Intruder 202; original capitalization), although this humanity and capacity of the common man is too abstract a concept to be counted on.  On the other hand, Chick fails in some other respects.  He owes his debt to Lucas not because “he had eaten a meal in Lucas’ house,” but because he behaves toward him as a white master.  When he attempts to pay Lucas for his hospitality, Lucas is relegated to a mere “nigger.”  Even after Lucas’s release, he never offers his apology.  That is why Lucas will never forgive him despite all his efforts to save Lucas: “Lucas . . . will not even release Charles from that indebtedness, that sense of being always at a disadvantage, which prompted the boy to his original intervention on Lucas’s behalf” (Millgate 220).  Furthermore, even in his rebellion against the traditions, he gradually realizes that he must come to terms with the South because this is his land.  Even if there is “something shocking and shameful out of the whole white foundation of the county,” he knows he must partake of it “since he too was bred of it” (Intruder 138).  Therefore, when he declares his solidarity with the Jefferson community, his sense of white Southern kinship clearly takes precedence over racial justice or national solidarity.  For these reasons, Chick’s education is flawed. 

IV. Conclusion
	Faulkner started Intruder in the Dust as a detective story, with Lucas Beauchamp as its protagonist.  Later he changed his mind, and the book underwent a drastic transformation.  Lucas plays a lesser role and is incapacitated as a prison inmate.  Although Faulkner portrays him as a man with pride and dignity at the beginning of the novel, he is ultimately reduced to passivity.  He is “not only isolated but almost mute,” Philip Weinstein maintains, and “the motion denied him is transferred to Chick Mallison” (76, 77).  In Faulkner’s revision, the book becomes Chick’s initiation story, and Lucas becomes a white boy’s means to his maturation and redemption.  One of the disconcerting things about Faulkner is that, in many of his novels, blacks only serve as a foil for white people’s actions or discourse.  Or, to put it another way, Chick’s initiation is described in ways in which “Americans choose to talk about themselves through and within a sometimes allegorical, sometimes metaphorical, but always choked representation of an Africanist presence” (Morrison 19).  Chick achieves his maturation and manhood through his contrast with the “choked representation” of Lucas’s presence/absence.    
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^1	  Michael Millgate first pointed out the similarities between the two novels.  See his The Achievement of William Faulkner, 220. 
^2	  Faulkner, “Letter to a Northern Editor,” in Essays, Speeches & Public Letters, 86-91. 
